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Gunpowder Plot Confidential – Factsheet 4 

 

 
 
‘With quick wits like that, Master Spy, you may yet live to fight another day. But ... if your story does not please 
me, be warned.’ He sliced a finger across his throat. ‘For I shall show you no mercy.’ 
Black Powder  

I spy with my little eye ...  
Spies play a key part in the story of Black Powder. They were also vital to uncovering the real-life 
Gunpowder Plot. 
 

The King’s spymaster 

Robert Cecil, 1st Earl of Salisbury (1563–1612), chief minister to both Queen Elizabeth I and King 
James I after her, was a brilliant and clever statesman who was prepared to go to sometimes 
extreme lengths to create political stability in England. One of the tools that helped him was the 
network of spies and informers he controlled. He posted spies or ‘intelligencers’ as they were called, 
across the country and abroad to gather evidence of intrigues, plots and assassination attempts on 
the King. 
 
In the first year of James’ reign there were two plots against him. The so-called Bye plot was hatched 
by a number of Catholic priests and laymen who planned to capture the King and keep him prisoner 
until he agreed to a series of demands including full toleration for Catholics. They also intended to 
remove Cecil, an enemy of the Catholics, from his position as the King’s most trusted advisor. The 
second plot, the Main plot, was a conspiracy of a number of nobles, including Sir Walter Raleigh, to 
kill the King and his family and to put the King’s cousin, Lady Arbella Stuart, on the throne. So Cecil 
had good reason to be on the look-out for trouble. 
 
Known to his enemies by a number of nicknames, including ‘the hunchback’ and ‘the fox’, it has  
been suggested that the Gunpowder Plot was devised by Cecil to flush out Catholic troublemakers 
and to put an end to Catholic chances of gaining equality and toleration, though this has never been 
proved. 
 

The spying game: tools of the trade 

To flush out possible traitors and conspirators, spies used a number of familiar tools of the trade 
including: 

 False identities and disguises – for example they might pretend to be a priest or a soldier so 
that they could go undercover in the Catholic community or in the army abroad to try and 
learn about possible plots and invasion attempts. It’s alleged by some historians that the 
poet and playwright, Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) was recruited to the intelligence 
service while a student at Cambridge University during the reign of Elizabeth I and that he 
was sent on an undercover mission as a pupil to a Catholic seminary or college (where 
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priests were educated) in France so he could find out about what plots the Jesuit priests 
might be planning in England. 

 Writing letters in invisible ink – the most common type of ‘inks’ used by intelligencers were 
lemon, orange juice or milk, but they would also use onion juice. There is evidence that one 
spy even used his own wee! Messages written with this special ‘ink’ would go undetected 
until held over a candle flame when the writing would magically appear. The letter writer 
would often also disguise the secret text with an ‘innocent’ message written around it.  

 Codes and ciphers – Both plotters and spies used these to keep messages secret from one 
another. Codes might involve switching the letters of the alphabet around, or substituting 
some letters with numbers, symbols or even signs of the zodiac. Alternatively, some 
messages would only make sense if a piece of paper with holes punched in it in the right 
places was held over a piece of text to highlight particular letters or words. 

 

The role of the spy service in uncovering the Gunpowder Plot 

It is thanks to Cecil’s spy service that Guy Fawkes first came to the notice of the authorities as a 
possible troublemaker, though not originally in association with the Gunpowder Plot. Instead he was 
reported as being behind a plot designed to encourage the Spanish king, Phillip III, to invade 
England, remove King James I and return the country to Catholic rule. The spy who reported him, a 
Captain William Turner, also linked him with Robert Catesby, the eventual mastermind of the 
Gunpowder Plot and with some of the priests who ended up getting caught up in the plot because of 
their connections with Catesby and some of the other plotters. 
 
The true nature of the plot was revealed in a letter believed to be written by one of the plotters and 
sent to the Catholic Lord Monteagle, warning him to stay away from the opening of parliament on 5 
November 1605 to avoid a terrible ‘blow.’ But Lord Monteagle passed the letter to Robert Cecil. The 
King’s spymaster then waited a few more days for the plot to ‘ripen’, perhaps so that his spies could 
collect more information about the plotters, perhaps to make the revelation of the plot just that bit 
more dramatic, before presenting the letter to the King as proof of a plan to blow him, his ministers, 
lords and bishops sky high.  
 
This then led to a search of the cellar beneath the House of Lords and the discovery of Guy Fawkes 
and his 36 barrels of powder. 
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